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OLDEN TIME HOLIDAY FESTIVITIES 

BY W. H. WORKMAN. 

(Read before the Pioneers, June 2, 1900.) 

Having been requested by your Literary Committee to present 
you this evening some sketches of the holiday season in early Los 
Angeles, I have taken occasion to note down a few episodes as they 
recur to my memory. 

Los Angeles, when I arrived in 1854, was a small town of 
about 3,000 inhabitants, 2,500 of whom were natives of California, 
and the remainder were estranjeros, as Americans and foreigners 
were called. The people, especially the Americans and Europeans, 
always observed the various holidays by characteristic festivities 
and grand reunions. 

On New Year's day almost all of the American element would 
turn out to make calls, for New Year's calls were*then the universal 
custom. No friend was forgotten on that day, and pleasant were 
the reunions of acquaintances and friends, and the making of new 
friends. Nearly every family kept open house, and not infrequently 
entertained hundreds of callers on this occasion. The custom was 
so general that many of the prominent native Californians adopted 
it in their hospitable homes and thereby delightfully increased New 
Year's calling lists of the Los Angeles beaux. But alas, the picture 
has its shadows, though my memory would linger only on its 
brightness. At each place of visiting were prepared refreshments 
of no mean proportions. These refreshments were of a liquid as 
well as a solid nature, and if one did not partake heartily, it was 
a breach of etiquette, which the fair hostess was loath to forgive 
or forget. 

Now, my friends, you can readily see that if each caller par- 
took repeatedly of turkey and cranberry sauce, of plum pudding, of 
mince meat pie, of egg nog, of wine, etc., and particularly of etc., 
he would be pretty full before closing time came round. As a par- 
ticipant for many years in the ceremony, I can vouch for its cor- 
rectness, and I can assure you that many a fellow did not care to 
repeat the calling process before the year rolled around, or at least 
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until he had thoroughly digested all that he had eaten or imbibed. 

I will give you a little story of two Christmas days in Los 
Angeles. On the first of these Christmas days, I have reason to 
believe, was held the first Christmas tree ever prepared in Southern 
California In 1857 Los Angeles could boast of but a limited 
residence section. The plaza formed the center of the city. North 
of it were the adobe homes of the native Californians population, 
while south of it were the few business houses of that date and the 
homes of the American residents. Los Angeles street marked the 
eastern boundary, and beyond large vineyards and orchards extend- 
ed toward the Los Angeles river. First street, open only to Main, 
marked the southern limit of population, except, perhaps, a few 
homes just the other side cf it. 

On Main street, between First and Court, there was in those 
days a long row of adobe houses occupied by many of the best 
families of primitive Los Angeles. This neighborhood was often 
designated "the row," and many are the pleasant memories which 
yet linger in the minds and hearts of those who lived there in "good 
old days" and who still occasionally meet an old time friend and 
neighbor. In "the row" lived an Englishman and his wife — Carter 
by name. Their musical ability was often a source of great delight 
to those about them, and they possessed the faculty (well called 
happy) of bringing to a successful issue matters pertaining to the 
social entertainment of others. So it was that about the year 1857, 
when it was proposed that a union Christmas tree be prepared. 
Dr. Carter and his wife were prime movers in the affair. 

Where now stands the McDonald block was the home of Dr. 
Carter, and it was there that many Los Angeles families enjoyed 
in common the gaily decorated tree which had been so lovingly pre- 
pared by the many willing hands of friendly neighbors. The chil- 
dren were, of course, the honored guests, for the thought of the 
little ones had incited the work of preparation. 

Los Angeles, into which no railroad came, was in those days 
far away from the world, and the limited resources of the time 
would restrict even Santa Claus' possibilities. But on that Christ- 
mas eve no limitations were felt, for the true spirit of the Christmas- 
time illuminated each and every heart. Dr. Carter officiated as 
Santa Claus, while music and songs, dancing and games and the 
pleasant chatter of friends completed the evening's festivities. That 
night the children of Los Angeles, than whom none of their suc- 
cessors are happier, did not retire until the wee small hours of 
Christmas day. 
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Another Christmas was in 1861, and heavy rains had fallen for 
one whole week previous to that Christmas day. The family of 
Andrew Boyle, living on the high lands east of the Los Angeles 
river, had accepted an invitation to dine at the home of Don Mateo 
Keller, who lived on what is now Alameda street, near Aliso. The 
rain fell heavily and persistently, and the river rose gradually 
until it was impossible to ford the swollen stream. There were no 
bridges in that day, and so when Christmas came and the storm 
still continued, the dinner across the river was out of the question. 
This might have been all, but it soon became evident in the family 
of Mr. Boyle that there would be difficulty in securing a proper 
repast at home, for, on account of the weather, they had been un- 
able to replenish the larder, and there was not a bit of flour in the 
house. The question was how to secure the necessary adjuncts of 
culinary success. There were no stores east of the river, and but 
a few scattered adobe homes. At length it was decided that a 
serving man, Jesus, a strong, stalwart Sonorean, faithful and dis- 
creet, could be sent upon this mission, for his life and training re- 
duced all danger to a minimum. He readily undertook the task. 
A note of regret was addressed to Mr. Keller and entrusted to the 
messenger. 

It seems incredible, perhaps, to those who have seen year after 
year the vast expanse of sand which we call a river, but on this 
Christmas day it was a torrent. The Sonorean divested himself of 
much of his apparel and swam to the opposite shore. He reached 
the home of Mr. Keller, delivered his note and secured from the 
grocery store the provisions which he needed. Mrs. Keller, in her 
open-hearted hospitality, would not allow the messenger to depart 
without a goodly share of the Christmas dinner. Jesus prepared 
to return. He secured a board of sufficient surface. On it he placed 
the goods, securely wrapped so as to protect them from the water, 
and plunging into the water he swam across, pushing before him 
the improvised raft with its cargo. He safely reached the opposite 
shore and delivered unharmed the articles entrusted to his care. 
You may be sure that the brave fellow enjoyed to the utmost his 
well-earned Christmas dinner, and, though the rain fell as heavily 
during the ensuing week, there was no lack of cheer in the home be- 
yond the river. 



